The study examined whether self-compassion mediates the relationship between social support and subjective well-being, as perceived by athletes. It also investigated the structural relationships between these variables. Participants were 333 athletes attending high school or university. Structural equation analysis showed that selfcompassion partially mediated the relationship between social support and subjective well-being. To test the stability of the model, a multiple group analysis was performed according to sex of participant and school level, and this demonstrated that the model had similar fit to the data regardless of group. The confirmation that selfcompassion plays an intermediary role in the relationship between social support and subjective well-being demonstrates that self-compassionate attitudes can be fostered by social support, and that, in turn, has a positive effect on an individual's subjective well-being.
Introduction
According to Seligman (2002) , interest in positive psychology began to increase rapidly entering the 21 century. In keeping with this trend, research in the field of sports psychology, which previously focused on improving performance, has also recently turn its attention to positive resources, such as the happiness of athletes. Currently, training in elite sports in Korea is being carried out with the aim of raising national competitiveness by improving athletic performance (Joo, 2008) and has developed rapidly through school-based athlete training. As a result, backed by elite training policies, Korea has entered the upper ranks of various international tournaments, including placing fifth overall in the 2012 London Olympics, and has raised its image as a sporting power worldwide. These results play an important role in boosting the nation's pride and morale.
However, in order to achieve excellent results, a homogenous sports school culture has been developed in which only sports are emphasized, and student athletes are obligated to surrender other aspects of their education (Yu, 2005) . Accordingly, student athletes deal with high-intensity training while under pressure to produce positive results in an excessively competitive environment (Cho & So, 2010) . Furthermore, they are exposed to mental and physical stress due to fatigue from repeated participation in tournaments (Tracey & Elcombe, 2004; Wiese-Bjornsal, 2009 ). Such stress may not only have a negative effect on their athletic performance but lead to serious problems in the athletes' quality of life, reducing the pleasure of sporting activities and even leading to complete burnout (Alfermann & Stambulova, 2007; Smith, 1986) .
In keeping with this, the importance of research related to athletes' happiness has recently been highlighted alongside the efforts to enhance their quality of life (Lundqvist, 2011; Moon & Park, 2009 ). The necessity for more diverse research approaches into athletes' happiness has been emphasized by the fact that happiness has an important influence on athletes' evaluations of their behavior, attitude, and exercise regimes (Park, 2012) .
The dictionary definition of happiness is "the state of pleasurable contentment of mind; deep pleasure in or contentment with one's circumstances," but this meaning can be a little ambiguous in so far as it reflects individual subjectivity ("Happiness", 2016) . Therefore, it is mainly preferred for some researchers to use the term subjective well-being which focuses on subjective judgments including emotional and cognitive aspects (Diener, Scollon, & Lucas, 2003) . Diener and Diener (1995) noted that subjective well-being is a personal self-evaluation relating to one's own life and can be divided into cognitive and emotional factors. Cognitive factors, as an evaluation of one's life, refer to happiness resulting from the satisfaction judged by the individual, while emotional factors refer to happiness resulting from the balance between positive and negative emotions. From this perspective, subjective well-being can be seen as a state of satisfaction with one's life in which pleasant emotions are regularly experienced and unpleasant emotions are rarely experienced.
Another term emerging from positive psychology and even Buddhist philosophy is self-compassion, because it plays an important role in living a psychologically healthy life (Neff, 2010) . According to Neff (2003a) , self-compassion consists of three main factors: (a) self-kindness implies treating oneself warmly and generously and with understanding, rather than harsh judgment and selfcriticism, when faced with hardships, torment, or failure; (b) common humanity is a sense of fellowship with other people by recognizing that pain and failure are not special experiences only for oneself but are things that all people experience at one time or another; and (c) mindfulness means taking a balanced viewpoint by neither suppressing nor exaggerating painful thoughts and emotions and, at the same time, clearly recognizing and accepting them. If one combines these components, self-compassion means a healthy form of self-acceptance, looking after oneself with a well-rounded attitude by accepting one's limits instead of criticizing oneself when faced with pain or one's own deficiencies. It means recognizing pain, failure, and weakness as universal human experiences and seeing such things with a balanced viewpoint (Neff, 2003b (Neff, , 2011 . With the focus on positive psychology, results have demonstrated a close connection between self-compassion and psychological health Neff, 2003a; Neff, Hseih, & Dejitthirat, 2005; Neff, Kirkpatrick, & Rude 2007) . Individuals with high self-compassion are reported to have greater satisfaction in life, sense of social community, emotional intelligence, cognitive flexibility, and subjective well-being as well as reduced levels of anxiety, depression, humiliation, fear of failure, and exhaustion (Barnard & Curry 2011; Martin, Staggers, & Anderson, 2011; Neff et al., 2005 Neff et al., , 2007 Wei, Liao, Ku, & Shaffer, 2011) .
Self-compassion when applied to athletes is expected to also have an important effect on their subjective well-being. According to relevant study , there is a negative relationship between self-compassion and female adolescent athletes' dysfunctional emotions such as a sense of shame or fear of failure. Also, Mosewich (2013) found that self-compassion of athletes is negatively related to their negative affect and excessive perfectionism. Thus, these studies supported that it would be beneficial for athletes to have self-compassionate attitude to cope with negative emotions and behaviors (Mosewich, Vangool, Kowalski, & McHugh, 2009) . By the implications from such studies, it can be inferred that athletes may experience a sense of shame, pain, and rage when they regard their defeat in competition as their own fault or criticize themselves with the failure. On the other hand, athletes with a high tendency for self-compassion can be able to escape from the negative affect and have a higher sense of well-being by approaching the defeat from a more objective and balanced viewpoint with greater mindfulness.
Another factor that plays an important role in subjective well-being is social support (DeFreese & Smith, 2014) . Social support refers to the social resources that can be used to help improve quality of life. According to Sarason, Sarason, and Pierce (1990) , social support impacts social and psychological adjustment by utilizing emotional, informational, and tangible sources obtained from interactions with various people in the individual's surrounding environment. People who perceive themselves as having high social support are better able to overcome the adverse psychological effects of stressful incidents (Cohen & Wills, 1985) . Specifically, social support has been identified as playing a psychologically useful role in that it allows one to perceive stress as less threatening and to choose an adaptive coping strategies and to enhance self-esteem (Cohen & Wills, 1985; DeFreese & Smith, 2013) . Additionally for athletes, social support from important others such as coaches and parents is known to have an effect improving psychological coping techniques and, as a result, improving one's ability to cope with stress (Folkmen, Lazarus, Dunkel-Schetter, DeLongis, & Gruen 1986) . It is also understood to be a resource positively impacting one's life by increasing self-esteem and enhancing well-being (Kang, Jeon, Kwon, & Park, 2014; Ryska & Yin, 1999) . Gilbert and Proctor (2006) insisted that people having insecure or stressful experience from surrounding people tend to have more callous and critical attitude toward themselves, while individuals having more safe and plentiful support from others would be more generous and compassionate to themselves. Also, McKay and Fanning (2000) argued that self-compassion is not an unchangeable personality trait but is, in fact, a trait individuals can acquire and promote, and Neff (2003b) argued that self-compassionate attitude may be developed and influenced by relationships with important others, e.g., self is affected by the social environment. As evidence for this, Neff and McGehee (2010) reported that young people who received more compliments and support from their mothers had higher self-compassion than those who experienced stressful family relationships with frequent criticism by their mothers.
Through these existing studies, it is expected that self-compassionate attitudes of student athletes would be increased by sufficient support from their surroundings, and self-compassion can influence their subjective well-being by inducing adaptive coping for various stressful events. The aim of the present study is to determine how self-compassion is related to social support and subjective wellbeing in athletes. A structural model will be developed with these factors. Hypothesis 1. Social support positively influences self-compassion and subjective well-being, and self-compassion has a positive impact on subjective well-being.
Hypothesis 2. Self-compassion mediates the relationship between perceived social support and subjective well-being.
Hypothesis 3. Self-compassion will remain a significant mediator of the relationship between athletes' social support and subjective well-being even after consideration of group differences in background variables.
Method Participants
The participants in this study were elite athletes from high schools and universities registered with the Korean Olympic Committee and they were extracted by a convenience sampling method. A total of 333 students, consisting of 144 university students (123 males, 21 females; M age ¼ 21.5 years, SD ¼ 1.2) and 189 high school students (131 males, 58 females; M age ¼ 17.9 years, SD ¼ 0.8), participated in the survey.
Measures
Self-compassion. The Korean version of the Self-Compassion Scale (K-SCS), which was translated by Kim, Yi, Cho, Chai, and Lee (2008) and validated by Jin and Lee (2009) from the SCS developed by Neff (2003b) , was used to measure self-compassion. The original scale (SCS) was made up of 26 items representing six factors (self-kindness: "I'm kind to myself when I'm experiencing suffering," self-judgment: "When I see aspects of myself that I don't like, I get down on myself," common humanity: "I try to see my failings as part of the human condition," isolation: "When I fail at something that's important to me I tend to feel alone in my failure," mindfulness: "When something upsets me I try to keep my emotions in balance," and over-identification: "When I'm feeling down I tend to obsess and fixate on everything that's wrong") measured on a five-point Likert scale from 1 (Not at all) to 5 (Always) with higher scores signifying higher self-compassion using reversed scoring applied in three factors (self-judgement, isolation, and over-identification). However, Jin and Lee (2009) found that three-factor model is more valid (self-kindness: self-kindness and selfjudgment; common humanity: common humanity and isolation; mindfulness: mindfulness and over-identification) in that negative factors are the reversed items of positive factors respectably.
Internal consistency (Cronbach's a) was .92 in the study by Neff (2003b) , .87 in the study by Kim et al. (2008) , and .86 in the present study. The maximum likelihood method for the confirmatory factor analysis was used to test construct validity, as a result, the four items (two for self-kindness, one for self-criticism, and one for isolation) regarded as having equivocal explanation to the latent variables (a standardized factor loading below .40) were removed. Subjective well-being. The present study, following Diener's (1994) definition of subjective well-being, included three sub-factors: satisfaction in life, positive emotions, and negative emotions. A maximum likelihood method was used in order to see whether it was appropriate to include these three sub-factors into subjective well-being. The results of a confirmatory factorial analysis were favorable, with 2 (317) ¼ 27.872, p < .000, CFI ¼ .916, TLI ¼ .907, and RMSEA ¼ .062. The details were as follows.
Satisfaction with life. The Satisfaction with Life Scale, which was translated and adapted by Lim (2012) from the original scale developed by Diener, Emmons, Larson, and Griffin (1985) was used to measure the cognitive well-being of the athletes relating to their overall life. Five items with a single-factor structure were evaluated on a five-point scale ranging from 1 (Not at all) to 5 (Very much). At the time of developing the scale, the reported internal consistency coefficient (Cronbach's a) was .87 and in the present study, it was .83.
Emotional experience. The Korean Emotional Experience Scale (Hong, 2004 ) was used to measure the positive and negative emotions that the athletes were experiencing. The scale consists of 22 items with 11 representing positive and 11 items representing negative experiences. Participants are asked to evaluate the extent to which they experience the emotions in normal life on a five-point scale. In the research of Hong (2004) , the internal consistency coefficients (Cronbach's a) for positive and negative emotional experience were .80 and .76, respectively, and in the present study, the internal consistency coefficients (Cronbach's a) were .91 and .92.
Social support. In this study, the Social Support Scale developed by Park (1985) and later modified by Yun (1993) was used to measure the athletes' perceived social support from important others including coaches and parents. This scale is composed of a total of 25 items, seven items for emotional support, six for informational support, six for appraisal support, and six for tangible support. Each item is to be answered on a five-point scale. A higher score means that the participant perceives himself as receiving social support. In the research of Yun, the internal consistency coefficients (Cronbach's a) of the sub-factors were .93 for emotional support, informational support, appraisal support, and .92 for tangible support. In this study, reliability was .90 for emotional support, .84 for informational support, .88 for appraisal support, and .84 for tangible support. The maximum likelihood method was used to test construct validity, and after performing confirmatory factorial analysis, the fit indices were favorable, with 2 (267) ¼ 674.09, p < .001, CFI ¼ .921, TLI ¼ .911, and RMSEA ¼ .068.
Procedure
Questionnaires were distributed to seven universities and five high schools, and the survey was conducted by letter or in person with cooperation of an authorized representative of the school. Participants were recruited to respond the questionnaires by the coaches of the university or high school sports teams. Athletes consented to participate in this study after explanation about the purpose of present study and were explained that they had the right to withdraw at any point.
Analysis
Data were analyzed using the PASW Statistics 18.0 and AMOS 18.0 programs. The validity of the scales underwent frequency analysis and confirmatory factor analysis. Reliability was determined by internal consistency analysis (Cronbach's a). In order to understand the overall characteristics of the collected data, descriptive statistics and correlation analysis were performed. The intermediary effects between variables, structural model analysis and 2 difference tests were performed; and in order to test the model's stability (cross-validity), multiple group analysis was performed. The statistical significance level (a) was set to .05.
Results

Descriptive statistics and correlations for observed variables
The results of investigating the base statistics and correlations for observed variables are presented in Table 1 . First, the means of the sub-factors for social support ranged from 3.53 (SD ¼ 0.62) to 3.70 (SD ¼ 0.66), for self-compassion from 
Testing the fit of the measured model
Before testing the model, convergent and discriminant validity were assessed by performing a confirmatory factor analysis on the observed variables that constitute the latent variables. The fit indices of the measured model were confirmed to be favorable, with 2 (32) ¼ 85.75, p < .001, TLI ¼ .955, CFI ¼ .968, RMSEA ¼ .071. Convergent validity was evaluated by a construct reliability threshold (!.70) and an average variance extracted (AVE) threshold (!.50), and discriminant validity was evaluated according to whether the AVE exceeded the square of the inter-concept correlation coefficient (' 2 ), and concept reliability was confirmed (Table 2) .
Testing the fit and the effects of the research model
The maximum likelihood method was used, and a structural equation model analysis was performed on the research model in order to investigate the intermediary role of self-compassion in the relationship between athletes' social support and subjective well-being. The indices of fit for the model were confirmed to be favorable, with 2 (32) ¼ 85.75, p < .001, TLI ¼ .955, CFI ¼ .968, and RMSEA ¼ .071. As displayed in Figure 1 , the standardized path coefficient for each path was significant in the positive direction.
Next, in order to test the mediating effect of self-compassion, a 2 difference test was conducted between the completely mediating model (social support ! self-compassion ! subjective well-being), in which the pathway from social support to subjective well-being is restricted to "0," and the After confirmation of the partially mediated model, direct and indirect effects, as well as total effects for each path, were confirmed using a bootstrapping method (95% CI). The direct effects paths from social support to subjective well-being (b ¼ 0.24, p < .01), social support to self-compassion (b ¼ 0.28, p < .01), and self-compassion to subjective well-being (b ¼ 0.77, p < .01) were found to be significant. The indirect effect of social support on subjective wellbeing (b ¼ 0.22, p < .01) was significant (Table 3 ).
Testing the cross-validity of the research model
In order to investigate whether the structured model, in which self-compassion mediates the relationship between social support and subjective well-being, can be applied regardless of sex of participant and educational level (high school/ university), a test of group-dependent metric invariance was conducted.
When analyzing the difference between the configural invariant and metric invariant models, it was found that the 2 difference was not significant (sex, (Table 4) . Consequently, measurement invariance for groups distinguished by sex of participant and level of schooling was confirmed for the structural relationship between social support, self-compassion, and subjective well-being, and the research model designed in this study was stable.
Discussion
The aim of the present study was to verify the structural relationships between social support, self-compassion, and subjective well-being in Korean elite student athletes. In keeping with this, a causal structural model was designed in which self-compassion mediated the relationship between social support and subjective well-being. Additionally, the model fit as well as its direct and indirect effects were investigated.
After investigating the correlations between each of the observed variables, the results were similar to the findings of Kim et al. (2008) , in which individuals with high self-compassion experienced positive emotion in everyday life, felt fellowship with other people, and were generally more satisfied with life. The results also correspond to research that revealed that people who perceive themselves as receiving greater social support had lesser symptoms of depression and stress, were more emotionally healthy, and were more happier (Cohen & Wills 1985; Lin, Ye, & Ensel 1999; Sarason, Sarason, & Gurung 1997) . Of particular note, compared to the sub-factors of social support, was the finding that the sub-factors of self-compassion showed a stronger negative correlation with negative emotion, which is one of the sub-factors of subjective wellbeing; this shows that self-compassion not only plays a role promoting positive characteristics but may also have a role in reducing negative psychological factors for a happy and healthy life (Gilbert & Proctor, 2006) . Next, the analysis of the structural model designed in this study identified that self-compassion partially mediates the relationship between social support and subjective well-being. The following is a more detailed discussion of each path. First, social support would be shown to have a positive effect on subjective well-being directly or indirectly, and this confirms that athlete's subjective wellbeing can be enhanced through positive support of the athletes by the people around them. This result can be seen to reinforce the suggestion that social support can improve adaptation and enhance well-being by helping to increase positive emotions, stability in the individual's life, and perception of self-worth (Cohen & Willis, 1985) . Furthermore, for athletes living with high psychological and physical stress, social support is thought to also be able to raise subjective well-being by buffering stress and helping with adaptation (Choi & Kim, 2013; Pierce, Sarason, & Sarason, 1992) .
Social support was found to have a positive effect on self-compassion. This result supports the claim that individuals' attitudes to themselves are influenced by the evaluations of important others (Germer, 2009) and means that social support from important others plays a role in helping to adopt a compassionate attitude toward oneself. In addition, if important others understand one's flaws and difficulties and look upon one with a warm attitude, this can be interpreted to result from the ability to treat oneself in the same way as one is treated by important others (Neff, 2010) . Finally, the athletes' self-compassion was found to have a positive effect on subjective well-being. According to Mosewich (2013) , self-compassion helps female athletes cope effectively with stress and reduce negative affect such as sense of shame or guilt. In addition, a study (Ferguson, Kowalski, Mack, & Sabiston, 2014) reported that people with self-compassion live a happier life by evaluating themselves more generously and having a positive attitude about their failure. The reason that self-compassion affects well-being is perhaps because self-compassion has a positive effect on emotional control relating to negative events (Leary, Tate, Adams, Allen, & Hancock, 2007) . In other words, self-compassionate individuals are not swayed or overwhelmed by negative thoughts and emotions even when they look at their own failures, and they have the composure to observe such failures from an objective and balanced viewpoint, separated from their own emotions (Bishop, Lau, & Shapiro, 2004; Neff, 2003a) , which can promote well-being. Accordingly, for athletes, who are exposed to competitive situations with a clear split between victory and defeat, such a self-compassion helps them to judge the threat of failure from an objective and balanced viewpoint and with a perspective of mindfulness. The role of self-compassion may be even greater in so far as it might promote individual well-being by allowing the athlete to find a sense of stability and to escape anger and pain.
In conclusion, positive social support received from important others such as coaches and parents may have an effect on self-compassionate attitudes in athletes (Germer, 2009 ); having higher self-compassion, in which one takes a warm attitude of acceptance towards one's own flaws and failures, can be confirmed to result in greater satisfaction in life, a greater experience of positive emotions, and a lesser experience of negative emotions. These results are in agreement with the majority of prior studies Neff & McGehee, 2010; Yarnell & Neff, 2013 ).
Limitations and conclusion
There are several limitations to the study. First, the study used a cross-sectional design. As such, clear conclusions cannot be presented regarding the causal relationships among these variables. In order to supplement these limitations, it will be necessary to perform additional research using a longitudinal research paradigm that takes into account temporal relationships between the variables.
Next, this study examined the structural relationship which social support and self-compassion influence subjective well-being representing positive index. However, in future research, it would be more systematic model including both indicators: well-being and ill being in consideration of the exiting studies (Neff & McGehee, 2010; Wood, Maltby, Gillett, Linley, & Joseph, 2008) representing negative relationship between social support or self-compassion and negative indices such as depression and anxiety.
Lastly, there is a limitation in present study not to examine the impact of selfcompassion on athletes' actual performance because the study only considered the role of self-compassion in the relationship between social support and subjective well-being. However, improving performance is essential in sports settings, so sports psychologists should investigate links between psychological variables and athletes' performance. The effect of self-compassion with relation to athletic performance is part of the knowledge that must be developed.
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